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Linking student evaluations to institutional goals: a change story
Josephine Palermo*
School of Psychology, Deakin University, Burwood, Australia
For the past 30 years, beginning with the seminal work of Herbert Marsh in
Australia and New Zealand, institutions of higher education have developed
internal practices and procedures to collect and analyse student evaluations of
teaching and learning. However, the question remains: has this development
resulted in the achievement of institutional goals that maximise learning across
all teaching contexts? As is the case in many other countries, a recent review of
Australian national student evaluation data failed to conclude that student evalu-
ations have improved overall teaching. However, these data have made student
perceptions of teaching and learning more salient in the minds of tertiary educa-
tors. Certainly, teaching staff are aware of the impacts of student evaluations on
informed decision-making, such as the continuation or discontinuation of
courses, and on their promotion processes. This paper will review student evalu-
ation practices according to criteria used in change theories, such as the trans-
theoretical change model (TTM). TTM construes organisational change as a
process involving progress through a series of five stages: precontemplation,
contemplation, preparation, action and maintenance. This paper will focus on
organisational and behavioural outcomes that can be linked to the use of student
data. It will recommend strategies for better aligning evaluation results to the
stages of change.
Keywords: student evaluations; quality; higher education; change models
Introduction
Good teaching is dependent on the nature of the learning goals and the quality of
the environment in which learning takes place (Watson, Abril, and Harvey 2002). If
this is the case, evaluation data can be used to guide planned variations in learning
experiences. This raises a complex set of questions regarding the relation between
assuring and improving teaching within an institution. The essential question for a
university is how to use data to assure that learning is maximised in all given con-
texts. This paper will explore how evaluation strategies that tap into the student
experience of teaching and learning may be more effectively linked to behavioural
change models for individual teaching staff and the institutional system as whole, in
order to ensure that data are linked to improvements over time.
Educators are concerned with assessing student satisfaction and perceptions. Stu-
dents make choices to study and stay at a particular institution based on issues of
quality (James, Baldwin, and McInnes 1999). In a recent study of commencing stu-
dents at a large Australian university, Shah and Nair (2010) demonstrated that qual-
ity of teaching was the principal reason for students choosing to study at a
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university, with academic facilities and employment prospects rated second and
third most important.
Findings from an Australian study (Scott et al. 2003), which analysed more than
150,000 qualitative data records contributed by graduates, suggested that the
domains that attracted the greatest number of comments were related to various
aspects of course design, such as the importance of theory–practice links, relevance,
flexibility and responsiveness and the appropriate use of a wide variety of learning
and teaching methods. The approachability, quality and attitude of staff were also
salient topics in student comments. Additionally, a significant number of students
highly valued the social components of learning.
Have student evaluations made a difference to teaching quality?
Research has confirmed that student evaluation results are reliably consistent. In
class sizes greater than 15, student evaluations show a degree of consistency overall
(Cashin 1988, cited in Hobson and Talbot 2001). Additionally, student evaluations
appear to be relatively stable over time and are generalisable across courses and stu-
dents (Marsh and Overall 1980). Research also suggests that students’ overall rat-
ings correlate positively with how much they learn, are not affected by their own
personal characteristics or grade point averages and are not influenced unduly by
the instructor’s personality or style (Marsh and Roche 2000).
However, questions about the validity and utility of student evaluations remain.
After over 30 years of national student evaluation data collections about student sat-
isfaction with teaching and learning, and student engagement drivers, what does the
evidence say about improvements? A review of Australian course experience data
concluded that the use of student evaluations may have influenced pedagogical
understandings of tertiary education by placing the student at the centre of teaching
and learning. However, the degree to which student evaluations have influenced
teaching effectiveness and improvement is yet to be determined (Palermo 2003).
Australian teaching results have not shown a marked improvement. Recent student
engagement data from a student engagement survey (Australian Council for Educa-
tional Research [ACER] 2009) suggest that students in Australasia report receiving
less attention from university staff than do students in the United States. In addition,
the survey results suggest that a small but significant proportion of students report
never receiving timely feedback on their academic performance from their teachers.
This is in spite of the fact that timely feedback on performance has been shown to
be a key consideration in perceptions of good teaching for Australian students for
over two decades.
Due to a dearth of studies that link institutionally lead quality monitoring strate-
gies to improvements in the student experience, Harvey and Newton (2004) suggest
that it is difficult to determine the links between quality evaluation and innovation
in learning and teaching. The few studies (see Horsburgh (1998) cited in Harvey
and Newton 2004) that have addressed the impact on the student experience in fact
conclude that factors other than evaluation outcomes had significant impact on the
enhancement of teaching and learning for students. In a case study of a US public
university Babbar (1995) attempted to apply Total Quality Management (TQM)
practices to classroom teaching in an attempt to articulate institutional quality goals
to classroom practice. Similar cases for stronger links were made for UK institu-
tions by Chadwick (1995, 1996). In a review of the impact of quality monitoring in
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Sweden, Whalen (2004) concludes that whilst there have been improvements in the
developments of structure and policy at the institutional level, cultural change at the
departmental level is modest at best.
While it is difficult to conclude that student evaluations overall have had an
impact on teaching improvement, it can be said that student evaluations have made
student perceptions of teaching more salient in the scholarship of tertiary teaching.
Certainly staff are aware of the impacts of student evaluations on informed deci-
sion-making. Even so, after 20 years we are still unsure about the validity of these
evaluations and what they mean in terms of student perceptions.
Understanding academic staff perspectives on student evaluations
Academic staff came to address quality assurance agendas with real and legitimate
fears about the loss of academic scholarship and freedom in the increasingly cor-
poratised universities. Watson, Abril, and Harvey (2002) suggest that a generic set
of questions about learning could be formulated around course organisation, the
learning process, student learning outcomes and learning support. They suggest that
student evaluation surveys should not incorporate questions about teaching perfor-
mance. For many years, Australian tertiary-level educators were involved in discus-
sions focused on threats to academic freedom and the danger that accountability
systems for teaching produced ‘docile’ and ‘auditable’ behaviours. The debates
about definitions of quality in education have produced a perceived dichotomy
between ‘accountability’ and ‘improvement’ which was used to polarise approaches
to the quality of teaching and learning in universities. More recently, there has been
increasing support for the compatibility of accountability and improvement
approaches. However, the very nature of the student evaluation system remains
dependent on how this tension is approached and treated.
Ways of addressing this tension have ranged from fully accountable models
(where student evaluation of teaching is linked to staff appraisal) to improvement-
focused models (where student evaluation of learning is used only for course
development purposes). Heads of school in particular acknowledge the weakness
of systems of student evaluations in cases where it is difficult to use data for
improvement across the system owing to a reluctance to share data openly (see
Palermo 2004). Often sharing results from student evaluations is limited due to
industrial relations and institutional cultures that attribute differing degrees of
‘blame’ to staff. Tensions between management, staff and students are real and
need to be negotiated before agreements on practices can be developed. What is
clear, however, is that such negotiation is possible. Many universities addressed
the particular issue of the sensitivity of teaching performance data in a number of
ways (Palermo 2004):
 Developing separate procedures for unit evaluation and teaching evaluation:
Unit evaluation data are usually more widely available and used to improve
units, and in an aggregated form to inform programme improvements. Teach-
ing evaluation data, in contrast, are disseminated and shared at the discretion
of the staff member, and in some cases used in informal peer review mecha-
nisms.
 Allocating degrees of access by job role or position: For example, heads of
departments/schools are given access to teaching evaluation results in
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performance reviews with staff, and results are mandatory requirements for
promotion procedures. Alternatively, deans, associate deans (learning and
teaching), head of schools, programme and course coordinators are given
access to data on a need-to-know basis for the achievement of improvement
goals throughout the university.
 Incorporating summaries of teaching feedback and staff responses to that
feedback into improvement and appraisal processes.
 Sharing information at all levels within a school in the spirit of improving
learning for students, where staff of a department reach a collective agree-
ment about the use and nature of student feedback on teaching effectiveness.
Browsing websites of Australian universities does suggest that similar strategies are
linked to the uses of student evaluations. However, more evidence is required to
determine whether these strategies and actions are being implemented, and more
research is required to show whether these improvement activities contribute to
improvements in teaching and learning. The same perusal of websites shows that
while students and staff of a particular institution may be privy to findings and sub-
sequent improvement plans and actions resulting from student evaluations, the pub-
lic in general is often not informed. This is important when we consider that
stakeholders such as industry partners, prospective students and their parents, gov-
ernment and community agencies are part of this group. This situation is likely to
change in Australia, with more transparency about standards and quality demanded
from the government and public alike. A new regulatory regime in Australia will
also set the scene in relation to these issues, with a call for more accessible infor-
mation for prospective students and their families, as well as for current students,
so that they can make more informed choices based on quality metrics.
Linking data to behavioural change
While the debate about sharing data is an important one, it fuels the assumption that
providing staff with diagnostic feedback about the effectiveness of their teaching
will lead to improvement in teaching by osmosis. However, there is little evidence
that using such diagnostic instruments in isolation has any effect on teaching perfor-
mance (Ballantyne, Borthwick, and Packer 2000). Instead, the research suggests that
staff development interventions, including discussions with peers, consultants and
follow-up support from expert teachers are more likely to improve teaching (Rippin,
White, and Marsh 1994; Ballantyne, Borthwick, and Packer 2000). Dialogue is the
most effective way to change implicit theories of teaching. Scott emphasises the
importance of dialogue as meaning making in his book, Leading change:
Institutional researchers need to be good story tellers . . . Once [educators] come to see
the bigger picture and understand how many pieces which make up the change puzzle
are connected, [they] feel less the victims of powerful and mysterious forces and more
confident about what to do when change is in the air. (Scott 1999, 196)
If the presence of evaluation data does not in itself lead to effective behavioural
change, then the costs of data collection and analysis need to be weighed against
the benefits of making evaluative data available (Marsh, Pane, and Hamilton 2006).
Data can translate into improvement when individuals can derive their own meaning
214 J. Palermo
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
8:3
0 1
0 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
13
 
from that data, and when institutions can derive system-specific data from the over-
all collection.
Therefore, it is often necessary to invest in consolidating student feedback with
other data on key performance indicators (KPIs), such as student retention rates or
pass rates (Nair, Wayland, and Mertova 2010). For example, institutional research-
ers at a large Australian university stated that their course report profile, which uti-
lised student evaluation data, succeeded in achieving the following institutional
objectives by:
 Enabling searchable reports.
 Linking KPIs at the university level.
 Enabling evidence-based improvements where managers can identify units
and courses that are under performing, so that alerts can be raised and early
interventions made.
 Enabling tracking improvement actions.
Nair, Wayland, and Mertova (2010) described how these system features were pos-
sible due to the multiple databases in a single repository.
Randolph (1995) argues that organisations and institutions must be analysed as
a whole by linking together units of activity in line with organisational functions.
Individuals in the current tertiary education system must understand and learn about
the system in order to see their place in it and ask relevant questions. Therefore,
information brokers play an important role in communicating and spreading knowl-
edge about the system. These processes require the development of mechanisms
that disseminate information and promote feedback (Storey and Barnett 2000).
More specifically, it involves continually surveying the current status of quality,
determining how well the system is working and disseminating that information
widely for analysis (Morrison, Sargison, and Francis 1997; Vermeulen 1997). Doing
so requires a commitment to communicating openly about the weaknesses in the
system as well as its strengths, and is often extremely difficult.
This focus leads individuals to view problems using broader perspectives, which
enables them to see how issues impact different institutional levels. It encourages
systems thinking (Morrison, Sargison, and Francis 1997), which is the ability to see
patterns of interrelationships that cut across boundaries and drive change. If individ-
uals in an institution lack understanding of the underlying systemic structures, they
see only symptoms and respond with short-term remedies (Senge 1999). Academic
staff who understand student evaluations from a system’s perspective will view the
sharing of results and the use of data for improvement as a process linked to institu-
tional goals of improvement. The next section describes a theoretical framework
that can assist in the development of a system’s perspective related to student evalu-
ations, and indeed, other change mechanisms across the tertiary education sector.
Understanding change theory and practice
Organisational change is the empirical observation of a difference in form, quality
or state over time, as a result of purposeful social construction by organisational
members involving goals (approach/plan), implementation (deployment/act), evalua-
tion (results/check) and modification (improvement) (Van De Ven and Poole 1995;
Palermo and Mudher 2008). In recent years, rapidly evolving conditions in global
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and local markets, together with tremendous technological advances, have greatly
increased the rate of organisational change (Winum, Ryterband, and Stephenson
1997). Within higher education, in particular, change has been central as institutions
aim to ensure that quality procedures and processes are implemented and main-
tained (Fullarton and Palermo 2008). However, radical change often fails as organi-
sational members either fail to comprehend the change or perceive it as
unobtainable (Reger et al. 1994).
The transtheoretical change model (TTM) is a theoretical framework that inte-
grates major theories of change and has been recognised as the most influential
approach applied to the field of organisational change (Prochaska, Prochaska, and
Levesque 2001). The TTM is a breakthrough in the organisational literature, inte-
grating stages of change, decisional balance and processes of change. The theory
has the potential to impact entire populations (e.g. all employees) through individu-
alised, interactive interventions (Prochaska, Prochaska, and Levesque 2001). The
TTM emerged from a comparative analysis of leading theories of psychotherapy
and behavioural change (Prochaska and Velicer 1997); the theory uses a temporal
dimension (the stages of change) to integrate processes and principles of change
from different theories. The TTM not only identified the basic processes of change
in theoretical and empirical analysis of leading therapy systems, but also identified
change processes in retrospective, cross-sectional and longitudinal studies (Proch-
aska and DiClemente 1986). TTM construes organisational change as a process
involving progress through a series of five stages: precontemplation, contemplation,
preparation, action and maintenance. A sixth step, termination, is included in behav-
ioural change; however, this stage is irrelevant to organisational change as organisa-
tions will never be free from temptation or achieve perfect self-efficacy (Prochaska
and Velicer 1997). The stages of change are discussed below.
Precontemplation is the stage in which institutions do not intend to take action
in the foreseeable future (usually measured as the next six months). Institutions and
individuals may be in this stage when they are uninformed or under informed about
the consequences of change, or when previous failed attempts at change have
caused them to doubt their ability to change (Prochaska and Velicer 1997). This
stage can be applied to Australian higher education prior to the 1990s, when institu-
tions did not consider student evaluation data as a metric of quality, nor did they
necessarily place the needs and perceptions of students at the forefront of teaching
and learning delivery.
During contemplation, institutions are more aware of the benefits of changing,
but they remain acutely aware of the drawbacks (Prochaska and Velicer 1997). Bal-
ance between the costs and benefits of changing can produce profound ambivalence,
causing people to remain in this stage for extended periods of time (Prochaska and
Velicer 1997). For example, institutions may see that performance and quality of
teaching and learning are linked to assessing students’ experiences of the learning
environment, but they may be unable to decide on the best course of action or may
debate endlessly over the data’s validity and reliability.
During the preparation stage, institutions intend to take action within the imme-
diate future. Often significant steps have been taken to prepare for the change, and
an action plan has been developed (Prochaska and Velicer 1997). For example, the
teaching and learning management team starts learning about different teaching and
learning styles, deciding what works best for them and developing relevant skills
and capabilities.
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Action is the stage in which specific, overt modifications have been made in the
organisation. Change is often equated with action because action can be observed;
however, in TTM action is only one of the five stages of change. Not all modifica-
tions count as action; thinking and behaviour must be modified in accordance with
the action plan, resulting in the desired organisational change outcome (Prochaska
and Velicer 1997). One such example is the teaching staff looking for situations to
develop their new behaviours and looking to improve performance of the group.
Preparation and action must include participatory processes so that the staff are
able to derive their own meanings of new teaching behaviours. Dialogue about
teaching, improvements and learning strategies is critical here as a culture of good
teaching is developed, using an evidence-based approach. Pilot experiences are
important because small wins are achieved with staff who are willing to be early
adopters of new behaviours and are willing to be objectively monitored and assessed
using student evaluation data. Adequate resources allocated to the change initiative
are crucial so that staff have the capacity to review their practices and to immerse
themselves in reflections on the evidence that student evaluation results provide.
Resources may comprise time allocated for reviews and reporting and may also
include resources allocated to the development of database and reporting systems.
During the maintenance stage, institutions work to prevent relapse. Relapse is
defined by Prochaska and Velicer (1997) as a form of regression, moving from
action or maintenance to an earlier stage of change. Temptation to relapse is
reduced in this stage compared to earlier stages, and confidence in the ability to
continue the desired change processes increases (Prochaska and Velicer 1997).
According to Prochaska and Velicer (1997), the estimated duration of this stage is
six months to five years. For example, individuals involved in the change process
seek feedback on the value of the newly introduced teaching style in meeting the
needs of the students, and negative feedback may lead to relapses of old behaviour
patterns. A change coach may be useful during this stage to assist in the mainte-
nance of the new teaching style. This may require the implementation of mentoring
or development programmes where new behaviours are encouraged through positive
reinforcement. New behaviours can be converted into performance-reporting crite-
ria; however, this should be done for the purposes of improvement and develop-
ment rather than reprisal.
Using a comparative analysis of 24 major systems of psychotherapy, Prochaska
(1979) identified 10 fundamental processes that can produce change (Prochaska,
Prochaska, and Levesque 2001). The 10 processes include consciousness-raising,
dramatic relief, self-re-evaluation, self-liberation, environmental re-evaluation, rein-
forcement management, counter-conditioning, helping relationships, stimulus control
and social liberation. These 10 processes are elaborated upon in Table 1 and linked
to stages/processes related to the use of student evaluation data.
These processes are described as covert or overt activities that institutions,
specifically leaders, can encourage or elicit in staff to help them change work
behaviours, affects, cognitions or interpersonal relationships (Prochaska, Prochaska,
and Levesque 2001). TTM research has demonstrated that stage-matched interven-
tions have a far greater impact on change as they increase participation and the
likelihood that individuals will progress to action, unlike the action-oriented, one-
size-fits-all programmes (Prochaska, Prochaska, and Levesque 2001).
The TTM can be aligned to Kotter’s (1996) model of change management,
which has been shown to be appropriate for higher education settings (Lawlor and
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Sillitoe 2010). Kotter’s model comprises eight stages that need to be addressed in
an effective change process:
(1) Establish a sense of urgency
(2) Create a guiding coalition
(3) Establish a shared vision
(4) Communicate the shared vision
(5) Empower employees for broad-based action
(6) Generate short-term wins
(7) Consolidate gains and produce further change
(8) Anchor new approaches in institutional culture.
Student evaluation systems need to incorporate each of these stages in a sequenced
process that considers psychological processes underpinning individual behavioural
change. Table 2 demonstrates a logic sequence that aligns the stages of both TTM
and Kotter’s change models. This alignment has important implications for organi-
sational change programmes; change interventions can be individualised to match
employees’ readiness to change.
Table 1. Fundamental change processes linked to teaching and learning improvement
strategies.
Change
process Description Links to student evaluations
Consciousness-
raising
Becoming more aware of a
problem and its potential solutions
Student evaluation data highlight the
need for change by identifying
strengths and weaknesses
Dramatic relief Emotional arousal, such as fear
associated with failures to change
and inspiration for successful
change
Institutional researchers translate
evaluation results so that
improvement strategies are indicated
Recognition and feedback for staff on
strengths and opportunities for
improvement
Self-
re-evaluation
Appreciating that the change is
important to one’s identity,
happiness and success
Self-liberation Believing that a change can
succeed and making a firm
commitment to the change
Heads of departments and senior
management are committed to acting
on results of evaluations and provide
adequate resources so that staff can
enact change and implement new
behaviours in criteria for recognition
and feedback processes
Environmental
re-evaluation
Appreciating that the change will
have a positive impact on the
social and work environment
Reinforcement
management
Finding intrinsic and extrinsic
rewards for new ways of working
Counter-
conditioning
Substituting new behaviours and
cognitions for the old ways of
working
Teaching teams are encouraged in
new behaviours, staff and students are
aware of improvements made due to
student evaluations, improvements are
celebrated across the institution,
formal promotion processes recognise
good teaching and teaching
improvements
Helping
relationships
Seeking and using social support
to facilitate change
Stimulus
control
Restructuring the environment to
elicit new behaviours and inhibit
old habits
Social
liberation
Empowering individuals by
providing more choices and
resources
Note: Adapted from Prochaska et al. (2001).
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Applying the change models: exemplars
Applying these change models can assist with implementing improvements identi-
fied through the evaluation systems. The following provides an example of how the
models help to explain barriers and enablers to change at each stage and is based
on the author’s experience as a change agent within higher education over the last
20 years.
Precontemplation and contemplation
At this stage, change requires recognition of similarities and differences between
the teacher’s own mental model of teaching and the evidence elicited from stu-
dent evaluation results. However, institutional culture may act as a barrier to
change, as the academic community may not accept student evaluation data as a
metric of quality. Further, the community may not necessarily place the needs and
perceptions of students at the forefront of teaching and learning delivery.
Australian higher education in the early 1990s was an exemplar of a sector
in contemplation, not unlike the US in the 1960s (Algozzine et al., 2004), where
institutional decision-makers were attempting to implement student evaluations
from a voluntary process to a more formalised one, there were conflicts on indus-
trial relations fronts and debates about the validity and utility of student ratings
for either formative or summative purposes. Similar issues were apparent at that
time in the UK (Watson, Abril, and Harvey 2002).
As institutions move to contemplation stages, they may see that performance
and quality of teaching and learning are linked to assessment of student experiences
Table 2. Stages of organisational change in which particular processes of change are
emphasised and aligned with Kotter’s change model.
TTM
Precontemplation/
contemplation Preparation Action Maintenance
Prochaska’s
Fundamental
change processes
Consciousness
raising
Dramatic relief
Self-re-evaluation Self-liberation
Environmental
re-evaluation
Consciousness-
raising
Reinforcement
management
Commitment
Counter-
conditioning
Stimulus
control
Helping
relationship
Reinforcement
management
Social
liberation
Kotter’s model of
change
Establish sense
of urgency
Communicate
shared vision
Short-term
wins
Consolidate
gains
Create guiding
coalition
Empower staff Anchor new
approach
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of the learning environment, but they may be unable to decide on the best course
of action. This stage is typically marked by endless debates over the data’s validity
and reliability and by the inability to gain consensus on how validity and reliability
can be adequately achieved. A corollary to the debates at this stage is raised con-
sciousness or awareness among staff and academic leaders that there may be a need
for change as the evaluation data identify strengths and weaknesses within the
teaching and learning system.
At an individual level, the teaching staff members may be worried about dis-
pleasing their team leader or management, or not meeting standards for promotion.
However, with the system contemplating change, individuals may experience dra-
matic relief and realise ‘I’m not the only one’, and they may begin to see others
leading the way in ‘doing [teaching] better’. As individual staff progress through
these changes, there is inevitably a self-re-evaluation about the role of learning and
teaching within the academic’s own vocational identity, complemented by an insti-
tutional shift to valuing evidence-based teaching and learning improvements.
Preparation
This stage is marked by developing plans for change and identifying behaviours
that the institution wants to change or develop. In addition, processes are estab-
lished for monitoring change. One might observe teaching and learning teams
beginning to test new teaching approaches as they seek to understand or accept dif-
ferent teaching and learning styles and methods. The staff decide what works best
for them as they develop relevant skills and capabilities.
This stage is marked by a sense of self-liberation and environmental re-evalua-
tion in response to cues and symbols of reinforcement from management. For
example, heads of departments and senior management may make statements about
their commitment to act on results of evaluations. Additional resources are provided
for staff to enact change and to implement new behaviours in the context of formal
recognition and feedback processes. At an individual level, academics begin to
think that they can improve, improvements in teaching may lead to promotions and
improved student and teacher satisfaction and the management is supportive of indi-
vidual efforts to focus on teaching and learning and will encourage professional
development in teaching.
Action
At this stage, academic staff seek circumstances in which to develop their new
teaching behaviours. Dialogue is critical as a culture of good, evidence-based teach-
ing develops, supported by a culture of positive reinforcement. Academic staff dis-
cuss their pilot experiences openly with colleagues, and seminars and conferences
offer opportunities for dialogue about new teaching and learning styles and the
change journey itself.
Promises of resource allocation are met in the action stage, and there are
rewards for stopping ‘old’ behaviours. The staff have the capacity to review their
practices and immerse themselves in reflections on evidence provided by student
evaluation results. This stage is evidenced by, for example, the review of
performance and bonus systems and criteria for promotion so that they are more
clearly articulating teaching and learning targets.
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Maintenance
Individuals involved in the change process seek feedback on whether the newly
introduced teaching style meets the needs of students. Positive feedback is empha-
sised, as negative feedback may lead to relapses of old behaviour patterns. Mentor-
ing or development programmes are implemented to supply positive reinforcement
of new behaviours. Teaching teams are encouraged to behave differently; staff and
students are aware of improvements made owing to student evaluations; improve-
ments are celebrated across the institution and formal promotion processes recognise
good teaching and teaching improvements.
This stage can also become a catalyst for ‘new’ change. This may result in a
movement back to earlier stages of the change cycle as further reviewing of individ-
ual practice helps to redefine institutional strategy in a continual cycle of improving.
For example, current debates about the appropriateness of rewards for ‘top’ teachers
as assessed by student end-of-semester evaluations have questioned the validity and
utility of student evaluations that are tied to cash bonuses at a number of leading
US universities (Mangan 2009).
Conclusion
We cannot presume to know how the proliferation of student evaluations has
affected teaching effectiveness and improvement. We need further research to
define critical success factors for teaching and learning improvement at an institu-
tional level; research that includes an evaluation of current practices of data col-
lection, analysis and reporting of results. This information may not necessarily
come in the form of quantitative indicators. We also need to better understand
how to make student feedback and evaluation tools and mechanisms more acces-
sible and meaningful for students and staff. Stage-matched interventions elicit
positive outcomes, accelerating progression towards the action stage and thereby
reducing implementation time, stress and resistance to change. Even if staff are
not immediately prepared to take action, stage-matched interventions allow them
the opportunity to participate in the change process. Institutions can be more
effective in their improvement efforts if interventions are tailored to the needs of
academic staff at each stage of change (Prochaska, Prochaska, and Levesque
2001). A staged model can frame critical success factors at the institutional or
unit level, with KPIs relating to the behaviour outcomes that one would expect to
observe at each stage of the change model. This is a model worthy of testing in
further research as it may elicit a clearer change story, and therefore a more effec-
tive change pathway, for institutions moving forward in their endeavours to link
student evaluations to institutional goals.
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